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Still seeking: the hidden 
heritage of illicit whisky

Hidden heritage doesn’t get more 
elusive than the archaeology of 
illicit whisky making! 

The National Trust for Scotland (NTS), 
in partnership with the Glenlivet/ the 
Chivas Group, have a project called 
Pioneering Spirit to investigate the 
physical remains of the industry.

Dodging the tax man
In the 18th and 19th centuries to 
prevent discovery and avoid tax 
the illegal distillation of whisky was 
hidden. Malting barley, fermenting 
the mash and distilling the wash 
took place in bothies in secluded 
locations. These were small  
timber, earth or stone buildings, 
often concealed in hollows and 
camouflaged with vegetation. They 
often required water for fermenting 
and cooling the copper still worm 
to collect the evaporated alcohol. 
Smugglers had multiple secret 
locations to reduce the risk of 
capture and hide equipment. 

Still hiding
Historic illicit whisky records are 
usually excise documents, court 
proceedings and newspaper reports 

with few accounts written by the 
distillers. Traditional tales often 
preserve the smugglers’ stories, with 
many local people involved with 
distilling in some way. Despite figures 
for hundreds of seized stills in some 
places, there are only 120 Canmore 
entries for them. North of Scotland 
Archaeological Society (NOSAS) 
surveys have found numerous sites 
in Strathconan. There are around 
30 sites listed on NTS properties 
including at Ben Lawers, Ben 
Lomond, and Brodick.

Neat results so far
The project’s first year has been 
productive despite limited scope for 
public engagement due to COVID-19 
restrictions. Whisky related artefacts 
in the Trust collections and previous 
survey work at properties were 
assessed. Mar Lodge and Torridon 
were chosen for fieldwork and 
detailed plans, photographs and 
drone footage recorded at sixteen 
sites between them. Two sites at 
Mar Lodge, Carn Bhithir and Bynack 
Burn, were excavated along with 
a site at Laggiedubh, in Torridon. 
Finds included ceramics, glass bottle 
shards and clay pipe fragments. The 
structures included elements of stone 

walling, paved floors and gulleys 

used to collect, channel and possibly 
recycle water. Soil samples are being 
processed to recover any charcoal 
and charred plant macro-fossils. We 
hope the project will continue to 
reveal the hidden history of these 
sites and provide tangible remains 
of a previously overlooked aspect of 
Scotland’s cultural heritage. If you 
know of any sites or stories please 
get in touch at: 

whisky@nts.org.uk.

Derek Alexander and Daniel Rhodes, 
the National Trust for Scotland
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Twenty years of open 
access in Scotland’s 
archaeology
The first issue of Scottish Archaeological 
Internet Reports (SAIR) was published by 
the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland in 
2001. Ahead of its time by piloting peer 
reviewed publication freely online, SAIR 
continues to thrive two decades on with 
its 100th issue coming soon.

Originally designed as an outlet for 
publishing the results of excavations funded 
by Historic Scotland, SAIR has since become 
a fully open access journal of excavation 
reports and large-scale surveys conducted 
in Scotland. It is published year-round and 
attracts a varied readership with circulation 
averaging 8,000 downloads per month.

SAIR is an academic publication and new 
submissions go through double-blind 
peer review, professional copy editing and 
typesetting before they are released under 
a Creative Commons licence online. The 
result is free-to-access and fact-checked 
information written by leading experts in 
Scotland’s archaeology. The most popular 
SAIR report of all time, according to available 
statistics, is SAIR 22: ‘Archaeological 
excavations in St Giles’ Cathedral Edinburgh, 
1981–93’ by Mark Collard, John Lawson 
and Nicholas Holmes. This is an older report 
published in 2006 that gained hundreds of 
downloads at the beginning of 2020, when 
Dundee University reconstructed the faces 
of St Giles’ 12th-century inhabitants, whose 
remains were originally described in SAIR.

Although a niche publication by nature, SAIR 
holds a well-earned place in archaeological 
research conducted in Scotland. Thanks to 
removing the burdens of subscription and 
print distribution from excavation reporting, 
SAIR continuously delivers on its promise to 
make the results available ‘more widely, more 
rapidly, and less expensively than has often 
been the case’.

Adela Rauchova,  
Society of Antiquaries of Scotland

Carved in Stone: unearthing Scotland’s 
unexplored past through role-playing games

What was it like to live in Scotland over 1,000 years ago? 
Carved in Stone is a cross-sectoral project that will transport 
you and your friends into a world of blacksmiths, forests and 
ranging kings.

Dig It!, Dungeons on a Dime, Glasgow Life and the University 
of Glasgow are working together to bring the latest 
archaeological research to the public through Carved in Stone, 
a tabletop roleplaying game set in early medieval Scotland.

Adventures in the Past
Roam the Pictish lands of Fortriu on a quest to throw a funeral 
fit for a king. Haggling for beer from monks, rustling prized 
cows and hunting game in the wild are only some of the 
immersive adventures which lie ahead. By collaborating with 
leading experts, the game designers are building an accurate 
base from which players can explore topics such as identity, 
disability and society.

Carved in Stone will benefit people in Scotland and beyond at 
all stages of production. The project will provide constructive 
and fairly paid employment opportunities, with an emphasis 
on supporting entry-level creatives early in their careers. In line 
with the project’s accessible ethos, resources from the game 
will be published under a Creative Commons license, allowing 
free use.

Rolling out Soon
With the concept originally unveiled at the Metatopia Game 
Design Festival for gaming industry professionals in 2020, 
the Carved in Stone team now has their eyes set on a bigger 
stage, including digital distribution through the virtual tabletop 
platform Roll20.

Carved in Stone will be part crowdfunded, so watch out for the 
Kickstarter or sign up to the Dig It! Digest to ensure that you 
don’t miss the announcement.

Jeff Sanders, DigIt

St Magnus Cathedral  
Graffiti Project, Orkney
St Magnus Cathedral in Kirkwall is one of the most 
iconic buildings in Orkney. Built from striking red 
and yellow sandstone, it was part of the Norwegian 
church when it was first constituted in 1137 and is the 
only wholly medieval cathedral surviving in Scotland. 

Designated A listed, it is one of the finest examples 
of Romanesque architecture in the UK. But it is more 
than a medieval church. Over the long period since 
its constitution, it has been a place of worship, a 
pilgrimage site, a marketplace, a law court, a burial 
ground, a prison, a concert venue, a tourist attraction 
and more. Each of these different roles have added 
their own layer to the biography of this unique site. 

Volunteer driven
Inspired by surveys of medieval 
church graffiti elsewhere in the 
UK such as the Norfolk Medieval 
Graffiti project – the St Magnus 
Graffiti Project was born in 2019. 
During 2019/20, archaeologists 
from the Orkney Research Centre 
for Archaeology (ORCA) and University  
of the Highlands and Islands (UHI)  
trained and assisted volunteers to  
undertake survey work in the cathedral. 

A continuing story
From the outset, we set out to record marks of all 
dates, in recognition of the building’s complex history. 
Preliminary work focussed on the ground floor, where 
a total of 630 marks were recorded – a remarkable 
achievement by a volunteer team. These include masons’ 
marks, name-and-date graffiti, compass-drawn designs, 
and peck marks thought to relate to pilgrimage rites. One 
of the most recent discoveries was a Blue Peter ‘Weather 
Beaters’ sticker found on the choir stalls, from 1984! 
These varied markings illustrate the rich social history of 
this unique building, an unofficial archive of workmen, 
tourists, and worshippers over nearly 900 years. 

Antonia Thomas, UHI Archaeology Institute

Concept art for 
the Carved in 
Stone game. 
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Late 19th C Magistrate’s 
warning against graffiti.

Drawing the whisky 
bothy site at Loch 

na Beiste, Torridon.

Whisky jar  
from Castle  
Fraser, 
Aberdeenshire. 

Monographs recently 
made open access.
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Blue Peter 
sticker 
recorded in 
the north 
choir stalls 
of St Magnus 
Cathedral.
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